Employment of Chloroform ly Dentists. [Jan't, be very likely to propose, and may insist upon, its use. There is an instinctive shrinking from pain in all men, and many are willing to risk much in order to ensure entire immunity from suffering.
It is the purpose of this article to make some calm inquiries into the use of this agent in surgery, and especially that department of the art which is practiced by the majority of the readers of this journal. Originality is not claimed for any of the propositions advanced, the entire design of these remarks being to call attention to the present state of our knowledge in reference to this important question.
It is certainly a very remarkable fact that although this agent has been used for several years, in a very large number of cases of every age, of both sexes, and for almost every variety of disease, and although there have been many deaths occurring under its influence, yet we are still far from a rational and satisfactory account of the method in which it kills. First the brain, then the lungs, and last of all, the heart have been suspected. Ricord recommended insufflation. This was found to be difficult in some cases, and it was believed that the trouble arose from the position of the epiglottis covering the orifice of the trachea. It became fashionable then to thrust the finger into the mouth of the pulseless patient, to lift up the epiglottis and then vigorously to inflate the lungs. All reported cases under this mode of treatment had a favorable termination, but as the journals have gradually become silent upon the subject, it is fair to infer that the theory and practice have been both laid upon the shelf together.
Of late, the favorite theory has been that which attributes the fatality attendant upon the use of this agent to a disease of the heart, in which the muscular fibres of that organ are converted into fat. The only known indications of the existence of this condition of the heart are a weak, intermittent pulse, liability to faint, and arcus senilis. This is a disease of the cornea in which the outer margin of that organ is affected with the same fatty degeneration, so that there appears to be a dull yellowish-gray ring surrounding and obscuring the outer edge of the iris. There are some grave reasons, however, for believing that this theory will share the fate of its predecessors.
In Dr. Snow, in commenting upon the propriety of using chloroform in surgery, remarks, that "patients with fatty degeneration of the heart are liable to die suddenly in two distinct ways: first, with the cavities of the heart empty; and secondly, with the cavities of the heart full of blood. In the latter case, death is caused by the inability of the weakened heart to propel the blood; but, in the former case, when the patient dies by ordinary syncope, such as that occasioned by loss of blood, and where the cavities of the heart are empty, death must be caused by some undescribed condition which accompanies the disease of the heart, and not by that disease itself; for the most healthy heart would be unable to maintain the circulation when the blood no longer reached its cavities from the veins."
Now it so happens, that, in most of the recorded autopsies of patients dying suddenly under the use of chloroform, the cavities of the heart are stated to be empty. In these, then, we have the unknown element of disease supposed to accompany the cardiac affection. We have no reason, however, for infer-3* Employment of Chloroform by Dentists. [Jan'y, promptly.
"The same experiments has found that chloroform would produce fatal consequences wherever the phrenic nerves had been previously tied.
"M. Giraudet declares that, of all the means to which he has resorted in his efforts to restore animals to life, after the inhalation of chloroform, none will compare with the effect produced by the passage of electro-magnetic currents through the diaphragm, or in establishing a current along the course of the phrenic nerves."
